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Mar y ideas it 1his publication come from
Zick Rubin’s userul book Children s
Friendships (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Pross, 1980).
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“Let's be brothers and always live together.”
“I'm not your friend. You can’t come to my house.”

“I love you so much I could squish you!”

Are friendships important for children?

If we listen to children, we cannot hélp realizing that they feel their
friendships are very important. Making friends, playing with friends,
fighting and making up, atid sometimoes even losirg friends occu oy a
large portion of children’s time and attention. Children’s relation:
ships with one anotier provide oppurtunitics for learning that are
different from those provided by parents and teachers.

Adults’ relationships with children often are very warm and friendly,
but they tend to focus on protecting and caring for the children and
guiding them toward becoming more grown-up. Children think of
adults as all-powerful and all-knowing, rather than as individisls
with strergths and weaknesses: Because adults control resources
that children want and approve or disapprove of their behavior, chil-
dren try to gain adults’ approval.

In relationships with their peers, childrén can make equal contribu-
tions and can participate in setting standards of behavior. They ep
gage in discussion, shows of force. negotiation; and compromise to
reach agreement in their play. Through these interactions, children
discover ways they are alike.and ways they are differeiit from oneé an-
other. They come to recognize that ti.ey are not eéquals in all ways;
though they have much in common.

Friendships develop when childrén learn to respect their differences
by cooperating for their mitual benefit. Children help a fricnd with
the expectation that their friend will meat their needs. Wher differ-
ences are not respected and children ignore or take advantage of
each other’s needs, the relationship goes awiy-and the children find
themselves in conflict: Efforts to restore the friénidship, to recognize

the other’s needs and to make amends, ofter follow, though repeat-
ed conflicts can lead to the end of the friendship.

Through peer relationships and friendships, children learn what
adults cannot teach them, namely: 7 o

Social skills. These include techniques for making and maintaining
contact, for communicating effectively, and for dealing with conflicts:
Adults can serve as useful advisers and modéls of these skills, but

children need equals with whom ‘o exreriment and practice;
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Realzstw awareness of. tbemseivas Ghﬂdren dlscover qualltles about
themselves —for example their relative strength speed, or Skl”——

through cornparlng themselves wnh _people about their own size and

age:. Adults can tell chlldren about their qualities; but children draw
their own conclusions through observation of and interaction with

neers.
77w value Qf bekmgmg and mt,erdependence Casual peer lelatlon-

ships and frlendshlps both involve recnprocatlon “I do to you and

you do to me"—but frlendshlps also involve Cooperatlon for each oth-
er's benefit—*1 glve to you and you give to me.” Through-these experi-

ences of glve and tal{e mutual trust can develop Friends can count
on eaeh other. Thls,trustfallows children to develop a realistic ac-
ceptance of themselves. Through feeling accepted by their friends;
chlldren come to enJoy helplng thelr frlends in need Chlldren also

more dlfﬁCult for chddren to experience themselves as strong and

giving in relation to adults:

How do fnendshlps begm and develop"
Chlldren less than 4 year old get v1snbly excnted when they see other

babies but often treat them as objects to explore poke or pull They

may be attracted by a toy a baby is holding and crawl over to take

2 S
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the toy; showing little awareness of the other child’s feelings. Near
the end of their first year, children begin to look at one another
more closely, to smile, make sounds. and offer toys to one another.
They may also hit or bite another chiid in genuine anger. During the
second year, toddlers who have frequent opportunities to be with
children their age often try to attract one another’s atte. tion, to imi-
itate, and even to take turns. Sharing is especially difficult ' two-
year-olds, who are temporarily very concerned with what is “mine”
Some children show preferences for certain play partners, perhaps
revealing the beginning of friendships based on similarities. in tempo
and interests. The development of spoken language in the third year
adds complexity and richness to the children’s interactions.

Preschool childien, from about three to five years of age, are able to

express some ideas about friendship. They usually view friends as
momentary playmates, as persons who are physically accessible

(“She lives in my building” or “He’s in my car pool™) or who act in

pleasing ways (“He gives me turns on the bike” or “She doesn't hit

n. ). “We're friends” often means “We play together.” Mutuality is not
always necessary—"He's my friend because I like him” can be enough.
Childrer of this age may have strong preferences and enduring rela-
tionships with peers, but they usually do not talk about the personal-

ities of their friends or the experience of give and take:

6 3




Youngcﬁiidréii tend to see f’riéiidmlp as one- snded—m terms of

‘”ronted with how other (‘hlldrcn respond to thelr behavnm ‘If you

knock. my buxldmg down. you cant come to my birthday party is.a
familiar message. In. these experiences. children bo;,m to be aware of

rhelr peers’ likes and dislikes (“She won't play with me when I get 50

snlly ) and to moderate their behavior to piea},e their preferred play-
mates. The concept of cooperation develops gradually as childrer: en-

"age in moments of working together to ariieve a common goal—

and find pleasure in their Jomt achievenient. bhdrmg 0CC\'TS 5pon-
tanecfusly as chlldren recognize that others hiave wants and needs
too and choose to meet those needs and enjoy the warm feelings .

that result. Children begm to extend their cxperience of love within
thie fariily to selected playmates their own age, thus gradually matur-
mg, in their understandmg of frlendshlp

As chlldren move up. through the school years, they see one another
as having psychologlcal attribuies s well as physical qualities. In-

creasmgly, personallty over the long term; rather than actions of the

moment, becomes the basns for friendship. Children begin to see.

thelr friends as an enduiring part of their social lives; rather than as

playmates for as long as thmgs go smoothlyr They are able to make
conscious efforts to repair a rift in the relationship because of their
trust in jts enduring quality.
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These crang,es in undergtar‘dmg and behavxor seemn 1o come wmx

mental development aad with cxpcrlence in reldtm;, to peers. There

is wide variation among individual chiddren in the ages when these

changes ¢ cur; Even as adults we may form friendships on the. ba.SlS

of compamonshlp (“because she lives next door anc likes to run in
the evening, too™, acceptance (“because | can trust him to be there
for me even after I tell him the otupld thmgzs I've done™), or coinple-
mentary nreds (*becau e she needs me to listen™).

Po adults mﬂuvnce chlldren s fnendshlps‘7 Can they help

Adults can support Chlldxen S growth through frlendshlps by under-
standing what these relationships mean to the individual child and

by showing interest and encouragement. It is important to recoghize
and respect ~ach child’s differing social needs and style. Soriie chil-

dren enjoy. havmg, many friends, wi lle others prefer one “best
friend.” Many youngsters create imaginary friends who satlsfy their

social desnres nerfectly-—for awhile, Children need privacy and SOll-

tude as well-as frivnds, especially if they . spend much time in group

care For- Chllclren as for adults, a large part of their quahty of

life"—their happmeSS—-lS dependent ona reasonable match between
their social needs.and their social snuatlon Thelr sense of satisfac-
Uon over txme lS probablv the best mdlcatlon of the success of that

Parents 'an'd teachers can help chlldrcn develop friends by bemg ob-

servant, listening to and accepting children’s feehngs about their rela-

tionships, and, if needed; arranglng approprlate opportumtles for

peer interaction. Children vary in. their ability to benefit from differ-
ent kinds and sizes of groups A shy or inexperieficed child may be

more at ease in a small group wnth falrly close adult supemsnon Lat-
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in socnal actmtnes early on—may
thrive ina less structured setting
w1th a broader variety of poten-
tial frlends -and the expectation
of more independent peer inter-
actions. Some children enter
ecagerly into the hurly-burly of
informal neighborhood piay,
while others need more shel- - -
tered visits with one or two chil-
dren In the early years when

nlty to shape Chlldren S env1ron-

ments, they can encourage a

variety of experiences—charices
to interact with-both boys and

glrls and with chlldren of varying ages, cultures; and backgrounds——

so that chlldren can learn gradually to feel comfortable with others
somewhat unlike themselves.

Although children learn the skills of mdklng and mamtalnlng frlend-

ships primarily through trial and error ‘vith one another they some-
times need adults to help them get started. A young ~hild may

desperately want to play with another child but be too hesntant or

too overpowerlng and be 1gnored or rebuffed To give such a child

the opportunity to develop social skills, an adult could suggest specif-

ic approaches:

“She doesn t want to pla3l when you hit her with the ball Try rollmg
|ttoher ) S )

“He likes donng puzzles, too. You could ask him to help you find
which plece ﬁts ln there )
“Would you llke to ask her to go to the laundromat wnth us? We

could get an ice cream cone and look at the fire engines next door
while we're waiting for the wash to dry.”

tween chlldren arlse lf the chlldren seem unable to.work them o out

on their own. Children may need adults to stop physmal violence, to

hear and acknowledge the1r feellngs and to gulde them in. develop-

derstand when you scream at him.”

: 9
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“They won't let you play? Let's listen aminiite and s€¢ Wht they're
playing. Seems like they're getting ready to go on thell Yoy, 1y you
suppose you could bring some fishing poles and ask !t i tpev'd
like to catch some big fish?" o
Given such help, children often find their own ‘i;éys?f}féso'iviﬁg con-
flict. Sometinies their solutions may not seem “fair” t0 3dyys g in
most cases, the process of figuring out a satisfying ar"gement is
more important than meeting adult standards of fair"ess.
The skills children need to learr as they struggle to M3 \ag, conflict
vary depending on the personality of the child. .
The overly aggressive child . . . may need to lparn HoW o listen
to others without interruptiny or putting them doW™ apg how
to accept reasonzble disagreement gracefully without Anger or
attack. The overly submissive child, in turn, may h2"® tq jeamn
how to stand up for himself with a definite posture 30q 4 ¢4jm
tone of voice that communicates conviction.!

Children need other skills as they learn to “be friends;” !9 ¢yitivate
continuing relationships with other children. Although Mitiy) a¢trac:
tion is often based ofi similarities; building more lastin® Yoy 45 ge-
pends on béirg able to give others attention, appreciat’N, ofecion.
and cooperation. Children learn these abilities by expe'®€ng sz them,

from being given attention, appreciation, affection, and cgﬁbefatiori

in relationships with important peoplé in their lives, SU¢ ~ Qg parents,
teachers, and older children. Children also absorb ide#5 bgyt how
to be a friend by observing adult interactions—how theY Commyni-

cate, listen, and solve problems.




AdUI'S cay, value and supPOTt children's efforts £ be friends by lis-
teni, With respect, to their dejights and compl2ings about their so-
cial Ves, by gecasionally Sharing their feelings aboyg friendships,
and by Teading or suggesting stories about relationgpips between
friendS. Ro 5 child who is having 4 problem in @ frigndship, just
knoWINg that he or she is NOt the only vne Who evey had this prob-
lem €30 help ease the pain a3d gy clear the Way tg a resolution. Of
fering Ungersianding of the Chilg's feelings is More ysefyl in the long
run than ;iempting to figure oyt who is to blaMme gy trying to solve
the Problem for the child. -

As Children grow older, theY ate more able t0 aPPreciate differences
betWEeN themselves and thelr friends and to cho0se frionds on the
basis Of complementary qualitiag, psychologist Robert White writes,
“In 2 fiengship, each member wan supply the Other with something
he 13¢ks, 5y the same time SeTving as a model fram yhiom the desir-
able Mality can pe copied.” Friendships provide Vajyabie ingredients
for PSYCitglogical growth tOWarq a palanced persongjity,
AUUIES, parents or teachers Mgy worry about the gffects of a friend.
ship they feel s damaging 2 chird. Children usually gre grawn to-
each Other for a reason, thoUgh they may not be abje to express it in
words: Chijdren need to “beC0me themselves,” t0 develop as unique
persons, and may “use” frieNdshps to experiment and.explore-new
ways Of being When children are going through Perjods of rapid
chanBe they often have a vaTiety of intense but Shorp lived friend-

ships that mirror their changing needs and sense of gelf Adults
might Wagg to observe these relztionships carefully pefore taking ac-
tion: Parens can arrange for their child to be With griends in the
homeflf the children behave in ways the bi}{e“tscénnot approve,
the fifSt syep might be to.talk with the children aboyg the behavior,
rath®f thay assuming that the friendship is at fault, Children often
need N€lp iy strengthening their gwn codes of behayior,
0cca8!ona)yy, adult intervention ¢ end a relationshiy, js justified. Par-
ents have tre responsibility 1O protect and guide thejr children ac-
cordi"8 o their pest understanging of what is £00d for them.
IntefVehitiop i likely to be 183t gamaging to the Parent-child rela-
tionshiP if ¢he parent acknoWledges the basis of the yetion (“1 believe
this 15 Very important and Will be best for you; €Ven though 1 am sor-

ry t0 90 it anq know that YOU May feel hurt and angry”) Communi-
catin Benyjne caring, rather thyy 3 need for POWer or control, can
help tTe child accept the parenty action. SUpPOrting the child's ef-
forts Y0 Tenew or develop other jhterests and t0 Move toward more
accePtable relationships is @dUally important. .
Losing friengs can be a stressful experience for children, as it is for
adults It is 4 tjme when childten need understanding and patience.

9 11
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They may fcel lonely, depressed, irritable, and angry. When the loss

occurs because of a family move or a change to a different school or
day-care program; the children have little contiol over the situation.
They are called upon to make the best of the situation without their

former compunions. To help children through such_changes; parents

need to listen to the child and express appreciation of the impor-

tance of the friendships. Some children can see a change as an op-
portunity to pursie new interests or make new friends; they benefit
from encouragement to reach out: Others focus on-mairitaining for-
mer ties and may need help in writing, calling, or visiting old friends.
Children often end their friendships because they arc maturing at
differert rates and in different ways than their friends. One chiid
may make a new friend or seek ways out of a relationship while the
other child still wants to be close. Children experience hurt, anger,
loneliness, and guilt -in these break-ups. Rejection is alniost always
painiul to both parties. Helping children to understand how their
changing interests or styles contribute to the separation may ease
the distress and enable them to become more sensitive and aware in
futtre relationships:

12 5




Whether the loss of a frrendshlp is from physwal or pbycholog,lcal
separation; within or beyond the child's control, it is usually a major
hurdle in a child’s life. Children’s feelings are strong and real; they
rieed to be heard and 4dccepted as important. Although the children
must experience the pain of the loss, knowing that adults under-
stand, care, and sympathize can free them from dwelllng on their
problems; thus allowing them to VIeW the situation more obJeCtlvely

and to grow through the experlence Storles and books are useful

too as Chllarén struggle to understand and dddpr

Joy As adults who are helpm{, chlldren to develop their humanness
through their relationships with other children, we can always turn
to our own experlences for gmdance We mlght ask ourselves: What
have various friendships meant to me? What did I want in those reéla-
tlonshlps" What were iny feelingS about losing a friend? From these
reflections, we can get in touch with the lmportance of frlendshlps

Then we can listen with an open heart to our children’s experiences
and help them grow in their own ways through their friendships.

Notes
i: Clted in /lck Rubm Chzidr()n s Friendships (Cambrldt.,e Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1980), p. 55.

2 Robert W, Whlte 77w Enterprzse oanmu Growfh and OTJ(INIZG-
tion in Personality (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1972), p;
304.
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Suzanne E. West is director ofghe Cornell Nursery School and a lec-
turer in the Department of Hunian Development and Family Studies:
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